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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
As a middle school teacher, I have often received one of the following reactions
when telling people my job title: “You must be crazy!”, or, “Wow, you’re truly a saint!”,
or the most common: a pained look of disgust as they recall their own embarrassing
middle school experiences and simply ask, “But why?” No matter the type of reaction, it
always brings a smile because I could not imagine teaching a different age group. In fact,
it is because of one very special English teacher I had in eighth grade that I decided to
become a middle school English teacher.
My eighth grade English teacher was very quirky and energetic. She was just a
few years away from retirement, but her enthusiasm for teaching rivaled that of much
younger teachers at the school. I was very similar to Hermione Granger in eighth grade:
my hand was always up to answer questions, and school in general, but reading
especially, were things I enjoyed and excelled at. This class made my passion for reading
increase tremendously. What made this particular class so impactful were the class
novels, reading stories with viewpoints many of us had never considered before. This
class read Flowers for Algernon (1959), To Kill a Mockingbird (1960), All Summer in a

Day (1954), and The Outsiders (1967). These short stories and full-length novels changed
the way one thought about reading, and they changed how I considered the world around
me. Before this class, all of the books read in school had happy, predictable endings.
Now, I saw that stories could feature characters who were cruel, that certain people in
society were looked down upon because of their race or cognitive abilities, and that not
every story had a happy ending. It blew my mind, and it made me a much more
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empathetic person as a result. As a current sixth grade English teacher, I think back to
middle school Bailey when deciding which class novels and short stories to include in the
curriculum each year. My whole worldview was changed in that eighth grade class. Upon
further reflection, all of those stories were written by White authors and focused on White
characters and experiences. They aligned with my racial identity. Yet, how can I
incorporate better representation of my students’ racial and cultural identities and build
empathy at the same time? I can do that by bringing in class novels that were written by
and feature Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) characters, which could
positively affect my own students. This capstone project will explore the topic: Utilizing
BIPOC class novels in the middle school classroom to promote empathy. Context
I have always felt that middle school students were empathetic and emotional people. In
the halls during passing time, I overheard high-pitched squealing when one friend told
another that yesterday they held hands with their crush, another student was beaming
because her friends came in early and decorated her locker for her birthday, and a group
of boys consoled one of their friends who barely got any playing time in his hockey
game over the weekend. Before each class period began, students liked to arrive early
and talk together about what was going on in their lives. I learned so much about my

students during these interactions. I have comforted students who just lost a loved one,
students who found out their parents were getting divorced, and students who tried
coming out to their parents and were not well-received. I also rejoiced with students who
finally passed a test in that one class they had been struggling with all year, students who
found out they were about to become an older sibling, and students who just got their
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braces off. This year, a ninth grader passed away unexpectedly, and the entire school
community mourned. Their friends and family members, previous teachers and coaches,
the superintendent, and community members who knew the family came to a candle-lit
vigil at their home. It was beautiful. Grief counselors were available at the middle and
high schools for students and staff to visit throughout the day. At school, the student’s
sister, a seventh grader, was understandably heartbroken. The middle school students all
wanted to support her in any way they could. These pre-teens were extremely empathetic
and impressive in their maturity and compassion. I have witnessed it firsthand. Thus, with
this project, I wanted to challenge middle school students to build more empathy for
people who might be similar to or different from them.
I have taught at this middle school in the suburbs of Minneapolis, Minnesota for
approximately four years. The project explained in upcoming Chapter Four was a website
that served this middle school, as well as anyone who had access to the website. This
school served grades five through seven, with a student population of 551 and a staff of
67. As of 2022, the demographics of the school were such: 86.2% White, 6.5% Two or
more races, 3.6% Latinx, 2.9% Black, 0.7% Asian/Pacific Islander. 16% of students
qualify for free and reduced lunch (U.S. News, n.d.). While not a very racially diverse
community, it was diverse in regards to socioeconomic status. Although this community

had a predominantly White racial makeup, that did not diminish the importance or value
of this website for teachers and parents of this school.

Personal Interest
Over the past four years, I have taught at a predominantly White school in the
western suburbs of the Twin Cities. According to the school’s demographics
mentioned
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previously, the student body is 86.2% White. As a White, female educator, my personal
experiences in education included elementary and middle school classroom bookshelves
stocked with a plethora of novels, picture books, and short stories featuring characters
just like me. These stories had characters that aligned with my own race, culture,
socioeconomic status, family structure, interests, and life experiences. It was very easy to
find a book featuring a White, blonde, cisgender girl.
It was not until well into adulthood that I realized my privilege because of those
experiences. In undergraduate studies at the College of Saint Benedict, I took multiple
literacy education classes that opened my eyes to how many students are not represented
in children’s literature. The infographic on the next page is the updated one from the 2018
version we were shown in reference to the diversity of characters found in children’s
books. In this 2019 infographic, data was collected by the Cooperative Children’s Book
Center at the University of Wisconsin (Madison). It was found that, of the books
compiled, 41.8% of them featured White characters. The second largest demographic was
not another race, but rather “animals/other” at 29.2%. That is an astonishing figure. Only
11.9% of those children’s books featured Black/African Americans, 8.7% included

Asian/Asian Americans, 5.3% Latinx, 1% included Native American characters, and only
0.05% Pacific Islander characters. The infographic can be found below.
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Figure 1
2019 by the Numbers: Main Characters in U.S. Children’s Literature, 2019

Rationale
It is of the utmost importance that all students are validated, seen, valued, and
honestly represented in the literature one reads in class. BIPOC (Black, Indigenous,
People of Color) students in my class deserve the same type of representation in books as
the White students. While I consistently work to support all of my students and further
diversify the classroom’s library each year, I chose this inquiry for my capstone project
because I want to make this a priority in my daily classroom instruction.
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As a sixth grade English teacher, I incorporate class novel study in the curriculum
twice a year. In my first few years of teaching, class novels were used that were passed
down to me from the previous teachers. Simply trying to survive being a new teacher, I
realized that I was perpetuating the very problem that I swore to try to fix. All of the
novels in the curriculum were written by White men with White characters and
experiences. They were not representative of my student body, and they were not
engaging my readers. I knew I needed to make a change and to do things differently.
Starting with utilizing BIPOC novels in some of my literature circles, I observed that all
of my students who read these novels (regardless of their race) gained a level of empathy
that I had not realized they could gain from a short literature circle unit. This made me
wonder if utilizing BIPOC class novels in middle school at the whole-class level could
help build empathy, and so it became the topic of my capstone project. Ultimately, I will
create a website that will feature high-quality, effective class novels (with descriptions)
that are racially and culturally inclusive. These can be used to promote empathy in other
classrooms, as well as for families to use as a resource at home.

Summary
Reflecting upon my growth as a teacher over the past four years, I have learned so much
from my professors at the College of Saint Benedict and Hamline University, coworkers
and mentors, and of course my sixth grade students. I also have a lot more learning to do;
teachers are forever learners. Relationships and Social Emotional Learning (SEL) are my
top priorities as an educator. As a middle school English teacher, I know that building
relationships and empathy pair hand in hand with the literature read in the classroom.
Now that I am a more experienced teacher, I have made more of a
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conscious effort to make sure I am doing what I can to guarantee that all of my students
feel seen and represented in the books read in class, and it is my belief that doing so will
help build empathy in all of the sixth grade students in class. Black, Latinx, Native
American, Asian, and mixed race students deserve to have their stories told, read, and
heard too.

Conclusion
In summary, it is my belief that the books we read in school can have a lasting
impression on one’s lives, values, and even beliefs. A good book makes one think, and it
can change a person for the better. These impactful literary experiences are a big part of
being a student in my sixth grade English class. As their teacher, it is my goal to
challenge my students’ thinking, to show them different life experiences than the ones
they have lived, and to validate the experiences of my students who have never before
felt represented in classroom literature. Incorporating BIPOC class novels in middle
school to promote empathy will positively impact every student who sets foot into my
classroom, especially that young Black girl or Native American boy who finally gets to
read a book with someone like them in it. My efforts in this capstone project are to gain a
better understanding of how further inclusion and representation of BIPOC authors and
characters in class novels can help promote empathy in middle school students.
The remainder of this capstone is dedicated to studying the topic of incorporating
BIPOC class novels in the middle school classroom to promote empathy. Chapter Two
explores the existing research behind my guiding topic by informing, reflecting, and
connecting the research that was studied. Chapter Three then dives into a detailed

explanation of my project, including an overview of the project, the intended audience
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and the context, as well as the frameworks and theories used to complete my capstone
project. Finally, Chapter Four concludes the research by sharing learnings and reflecting
on implications and limitations.
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Introduction
Teaching class novels with the goal of promoting empathy must begin with
selecting effective, high-quality, culturally responsive literature. Such literature should be
accessible to students in classroom and school libraries, read-alouds, literature circles,
and novel studies. Chapter One introduced and elaborated on the reasoning for choosing
to research this topic. It described the context, personal interest, and rationale as a sixth
grade English teacher at a public middle school in the United States. Chapter Two
addresses how novels in middle school that feature Black, Indigenous, and People of
Color (BIPOC) authors and characters can be used to promote empathy in the developing
minds of our students. The overall aim of this literature review is to better understand the
capstone project research focus: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in the middle school
classroom to promote empathy.
In the process of collecting research on this topic, the relevant literature in four areas of
focus was reviewed and organized in the chapter by its relationship to these four areas.
The first area of study focuses on adolescent development, with a special emphasis on

brain development, and the parts of the brain that are responsible for feeling empathy. It
then connects to the second focus area: various ways to promote empathy in adolescents
in the context of a school setting. Several of the studies that were reviewed on promoting
empathy in school settings described literature-based strategies, which connects to the
third area of literature reviewed: class novels and their use in middle school English
language arts classrooms. As many studies have documented, class novels
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can be highly effective ways to promote understanding, compassion, and higher-level
thinking, all of which have use in building empathy. This section includes a discussion of
the literary canon, which has been notoriously eurocentric and predominantly White. The
final area of literature reviewed delves into the importance, value, and necessity of
BIPOC representation in literature. It analyzes the data and statistics on current BIPOC
representation in children’s and young adult (YA) literature and describes how that
compares to the racial demographics of the current American public school classrooms.
This section also addresses the stereotypes, discrepancies, and misrepresentations of
people of color in literature, and how educators can select high-quality literature for
classrooms, schools, and curricula. Progress has been made, but there is so much more to
go. The end of Chapter Two synthesizes and summarizes the findings of my research and
provides an introduction to Chapter Three with a description of my research intent:
Utilizing BIPOC class novels in the middle school classroom to promote empathy.
Adolescent Brain Development
Adolescence is a time of self-discovery. In this stage of life, many students begin to
determine their personal identities, as well as become more aware of what makes them
similar or different than their peers. This development is also related to relationships:

what relationships they value, how they relate to others, peer-to-peer and peer-to-teacher
relationships, and how the literature read in class relates to them. Presented in this section
is the research findings of how the adolescent brain develops, paying special attention to
the development of empathy and comprehension of empathy in the adolescent brain. The
following section will build on this, going into detail about the different key factors at
school that affect the development and promotion of empathy, including classroom
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environments, relationships with both peers and teachers, and how literature in the
classroom can promote empathy in adolescent students.
The Development of the Adolescent Brain
Adolescence has been characterized as a time of great change, growth, and
development. The human brain matures quite quickly through this stage, although it is
important to note it does not reach full maturation until adulthood. Scientifically, the
adolescent brain structure is different from that of a child or an adult. The gray matter and
white matter (myelin), brain structures, and neurotransmitters are different, ever growing
and changing (Steinberg, 2010).
During this stage of development, adolescents’ brains go through a plethora of
changes, namely hormonal. The maturation of the brain is influenced by hereditary
factors, environment, and sex hormones, which all play critical roles in the myelination of
neurons in the brain (Arain et al., 2013). Developmental Psychologist Rebecca
Fraser-Thrill expanded on this, stating, “Myelin enables nerve cells to transmit
information faster and allows for more complex brain processes. The myelination process
is vitally important to healthy central nervous system functioning” (Fraser-Thrill, 2020, p.
1). This is especially important in the adolescent brain, as myelination is impactful in the

development of the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for decision-making,
reasoning, planning, and aiding in their overall cognitive development. While the
prefrontal cortex is not fully developed until a person’s mid-twenties, the limbic system
(which contains the amygdala, hippocampus, and hypothalamus) is responsible for
emotion regulation and processing, and it develops much sooner.
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Empathy and the Limbic System
The limbic system is an area of the brain in the cerebrum, containing the
amygdala, hippocampus, and hypothalamus. These regions of the brain are responsible
for the expression and processing of emotions, motivation, and feelings of pleasure
related to survival, such as consuming food and reproduction (Arain et al., 2013).
Humans feel and process empathy through the main emotions that are processed in the
amygdala: fear, pain, anger, and the fight or flight response.
Child-development researchers Norma Deitch Feshbach and Seymour Feshbach (2009)
define contemporary empathy as an interaction in a social nature between at least two
individuals, where one of the individuals experiences and therefore shares the feelings of
the other individual. Empathy, in simple terms, is the ability to understand and share
another person’s emotions and feelings. When it comes to empathy, people process
empathy in two different ways: social mirroring (bottom-up) and perspective-taking
(top-down). The mirror neuron system (MNS) exists for humans to mirror what they see
(Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009). For example, in a 2006 study done by scientists Decety
and Lamm, they found that people looking at a picture of another person making a
disgusted face reacted by making a similar disgusted face. This is an example of social
mirroring. Just the same, when a person smelled a foul odor, they made a disgusted face

in response. Both elicit similar brain activity. They believed that bottom-up processing
and empathy were intertwined (Jankowiak-Siuda et al., 2011). In another study,
researchers Botnivik, Jha, Bylsma, Fabian, Solomon, and Prkachin (2005) found that
when both men and women viewed another person making a pained face, they too made a
pained facial expression in return, even though they personally felt no pain. Both of these
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studies show that this social mirroring phenomenon that takes place in the limbic system
is a type of empathetic response.
Empathy and the Prefrontal Cortex
Top-down processing, or perspective-taking, mainly occurs in the prefrontal cortex, an
area of the brain that is not fully developed until roughly the age 25. Thus, cognitive
empathy can be difficult for adolescent brains to process since that region of the brain is
still very much developing. Unlike the automaticity of mirroring, cognitive
perspective-taking takes place only after the human brain has processed layers of
information. First, one must be able to distinguish between themselves and others. After
that, one’s brain works to understand or imagine how another person feels. This allows
one to understand his or her intentions, desires, and beliefs (Jankowiak-Siuda et al.,
2011). The prefrontal cortex works to understand what the other person is feeling, and
then sends signals to simulate those same feelings in one’s own mind and body. This type
of empathy requires more active thinking to process others’ emotions than the
automaticity of bottom-up processing. For example, in a 2008 study by researchers Hein
and Singer, scientists used an fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) to show
which regions of the brain were activated when asked to consider the emotional state of a
person in a cartoon, or a character described to them in a story. They found that the

prefrontal cortex lit up. Because this part of an adolescent’s brain is not fully developed,
this means that the capability of empathy is more limited for adolescents than for adults.
It is not that tweens and teens cannot display empathy, but their prefrontal cortexes are
still firmly in the developmental stage, so most empathy comes through social mirroring,
that is copying what they see on other people’s faces, especially in regards to pain and
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fear. Emotions such as love and joy have to be more explicitly taught to adolescents to
feel. This is relevant to the research topic of this capstone because although the ability to
feel empathy as a middle schooler is still developing, it can be fostered and taught by
teachers. The forthcoming section describes research about how teachers may accomplish
this in school settings.
Promoting Empathy in Adolescents in School Contexts
As discussed in the previous section, empathy is a trait that is still very much in
the “developmental” stage during adolescence. Child-development researchers Feshbach
and Feshbach (2009) proposed that empathy in children and young adults can encompass
other beneficial skills and traits, including prosocial behaviors (such as sharing and other
altruistic acts), social understanding, moral behavior, emotional competence, compassion,
and a better regulation of aggression and antisocial behaviors (Feshbach & Feshbach,
2009). The forthcoming section will describe research about how different key factors at
school affect the development and promotion of empathy, including classroom
environments, peer-to-peer and peer-to-teacher relationships, and how various
pedagogical practices in literature instruction can help promote empathy in adolescent
students. The research literature in this area of focus is relevant to the overall capstone
project because it provides evidence-based practices that educators can utilize to cultivate

an empathetic classroom, and to use literature as a foundation for building empathy in
middle school students.
How Classroom Environment Affects Empathy
Classroom environment and culture both have an effect on the development of
empathy. Due to the nature of the development of adolescents’ brains, empathy can
and
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should be explicitly taught in the middle school classroom in order to encourage the
promotion of its development. Teachers can use a variety of methods in order to achieve
this goal. One element of empathy is prosocial acts. These are altruistic acts, such as
sharing, donating, and cooperation. The classroom is an environment where these
positive behaviors can be encouraged to grow and flourish. In the middle school setting,
prosocial behavior can be encouraged in a variety of ways, including through the use of
literature.
Relationships and Empathy
Middle school can be a challenging time for many students. Middle school students
experience changes to their body through puberty; they switch classes every class period;
their personal identity continues to develop and change; the beliefs and values they once
shared with their parents can change; and all of the relationships they share with other
people are ever-changing as well. Healthy, positive relationships as adolescents are key
to not merely surviving, but thriving in this turbulent time of their lives.
Student-to-student as well as student-to-teacher relationships play a key role in
promoting the development of empathy. Researchers at The Education Trust found that,
especially as we continue to live and learn during the COVID-19 pandemic, strong

relationships with teachers can dramatically enhance student motivation and engagement.
In fact, “Students who have access to more strong relationships are more academically
engaged, have stronger social skills, and experience more positive behavior” (The
Education Trust, 2021, p. 1). Teachers attempting to create strong relationships with their
students must be intentional about this process of empathy-building. It should include an
expression of compassion and care, providing support, and mutual respect and trust.
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Learning in this type of healthy, positive classroom environment can encourage students
to become more empathetic, kind, caring, and understanding with the classmates and staff
in their school, as well as with the world around them more broadly. Positive
relationships between students and teachers can build trust that was not previously there,
and it can lead to greater classroom engagement and motivation.
Book Talks to Promote Prosocial Behavior
One way of promoting empathy through the literary lens, specifically prosocial behavior,
is through the use of book talks. Book talks in the middle school classroom setting are
opportunities for students to give a short presentation to their peers about a book they
have read and enjoyed. Instead of the teacher telling the class about literature they could
read, book talks / recommendations carry more weight when coming from a student
(Batchelor & Cassidy, 2019). This activity encourages students to further develop their
public speaking skills, confidently presenting an idea to their peers, and persuading
others to read the book they are recommending. Beyond that, book talks show the teacher
if a particular student has a solid grasp of the plot of the book, how strong their
summarizing skills are, and to what degree the student comprehends the book they are
reading and promoting. An ideal book talk meets the following criteria: ● It is clear and

concise (no more than five minutes in length).
● The speaker uses appropriate energy and tone in their voice when talking
about their book.
● The student speaker gives a solid summary of the book without revealing
too much about it.
● The flow of their speech is appropriate and well-prepared.
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● The student makes a connection from their book to their classmates (i.e.
“You might enjoy this book if you like science-fiction books that keep you on
the edge of your seat.”; “I would recommend this novel to other
students who wanted to learn more about the Civil War that we talked
about in social studies last week.”; “If you liked Jerry Craft’s, New Kid
(2019), from our read aloud this month, you’ll definitely want to check out
this book.”) (Batchelor & Cassidy, 2019).
Book talks can be beneficial in promoting prosocial behaviors related to empathy because
they can encourage students to share stories with each other that they believe their
classmates could enjoy or relate to. When students have a sense of agency and ownership
around their education, this can lead to a classroom full of active, empathetic learners
(Durkin, 2021).
Reader’s Theater to Promote Empathy
In addition to novels, short stories, articles, and poems, middle school students also
study theater in English language arts classes. Perhaps the most empathetic activity of
all, reader’s theater encourages students to take on the role of a character and step into
their shoes. Even when watching a play or other theatrical performance, the audience

experiences feelings of empathy for the characters on stage. In the classroom setting,
reader’s theater is not only used to foster reading comprehension, public speaking skills,
and oral reading fluency, but it also promotes empathy in the students, whether they have
a speaking part or as an audience member. Reader’s theater allows students to process,
explore, and mirror the passionate, varied, and sometimes difficult emotions that their
characters are feeling, all in a safe space (Brainstorm Productions, 2016). Brainstorm
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Productions state, “Just like all our neurological pathways, our empathetic mirror neurons
are strengthened and developed through use. The more our mirror neurons are activated
by exposure to experiences like theatre, which evoke empathy, the more effective they
are” (Brainstorm Productions, 2016, p. 2). Reader’s theater is an instructional practice
that may have a greater impact on students’ development of empathy the more teachers
use it in their instruction.
Classroom Literature and Empathy
Classroom literature and the literary materials included in a school’s curriculum
are another way to authentically promote empathy in the middle school classroom.
Educators creating their classroom libraries, as well as school districts selecting which
English language arts curriculum to use, have the power to include texts that are
culturally responsive, feature the voices of those typically silenced, and show students
that their cultures, races, sexual orientations, genders, and life experiences are valid and
should be included in the books they read in school. Furthermore, the literature in
classrooms used for read-alouds, literature circles, and class novels should do more than
just meet the standards, but also teach students how to be empathetic and accepting of
people different from them. The following section elaborates on this subject. Class

Novels and the Challenge of Text Selection
Class novels or whole-class novels are as synonymous with English class as writing and
grammar; they have been used in English language arts classrooms for years. Class
novels build community in the classroom. When implemented effectively, with engaging
supplemental activities and a student-centered, personalized focus, they can be highly
effective and engaging ways to teach literacy. Timothy Shanahan, founding
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director of the Center for Literacy at The University of Illinois (Chicago), stated that
“teacher-led explicit instruction in reading a particular text as a whole-class can reap the
payoff of effective literacy instruction rather than independent, self-selected reading by
four to eight times” (Korbey, 2019). The potential flaws of class novels are that they may
not engage all students, therefore leading to an entire unit that some students cannot
connect with at all, creating disinterest and a lack of engagement. This section explores
the history of canonized novels, what makes a novel a “classic”, and how teachers can
select high-quality classroom literature to use for class novel units.
The Literary Canon
A common flaw of class novels is that many schools and teachers use dated books that
feature mainly a dated, Western, White perspective or narrative (Barron, 2021). There has
been a shift in this over the last several years to be more inclusive of other stories and
perspectives, but there is still a long way to go. Those eurocentric books often fit into
what is called the “literary canon”, or the “Western literary canon”. Books in the canon
are described as being profound, eye-opening, and seen as essential classics that set the
standard for high-quality literature (Barron, 2021). There is not an officially recognized
“list” of what texts are part of the canon, but many schools and universities recognize

their own list of “classics” that they teach as part of their curriculum (Barron, 2021). In
1994, literary critic Harold Bloom published The Western Canon, in which he named a
list of “immortal” authors. In the original publication, he only listed 26 authors, but he
has since written multiple appendices with hundreds of canonical authors and their works
(Jones, 2014). Literature like Romeo and Juliet (1597), Frankenstein (1818), The Great
Gatsby (1925), and The Catcher in the Rye (1951) are all examples of common
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class novels in the canon. At the middle school level, novels such as To Kill a
Mockingbird (1960), The Outsiders (1967), and The Giver (1993) are considered to be
“classics” and used often in English curriculums as class novels. All of these books are
excellent and used in countless middle school English classrooms around the country, but
it is important for teachers to select class novels that are just as engaging as these
classics, while also incorporating current and culturally relevant literature that feature
diverse viewpoints, authors, characters, and genres.
Selecting High-Quality Classroom Literature
Classroom literature should be representative of the student body. The texts in classroom
libraries and all of the forms of literature in the English curriculum should include
authors, characters, experiences, themes, and stories that are as diverse as the students in
the American public school system. In the middle school setting, this can include diverse
racial, cultural, gender, ability / neurodivergence, and sexual orientation representation.
In many classroom libraries, this need has been known for a long time, but most recently,
it is more urgent and accelerating, due to current societal demands, needs, and voices.
These kinds of changes are not consistently occurring on a large scale, rather, they seem
to be happening mainly at the classroom level only. As stated previously, books available

for purchase are not representative of U.S. populations, making this endeavor even more
challenging for teachers. This is not at all to say that those texts do not hold value, and it
is important for students to see themselves and their experiences reflected in the texts
they read in order for reading to be engaging, meaningful, and to allow them to make
text-to-self connections. Teachers considering moving away from the traditional canon
classics or building a broader representation (i.e.
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Text Sets) must consider where to begin to find more modern, but equally effective
replacements.
In Chapter Four of this capstone project, there is a website that was created for
parents and teachers to use as a resource in selecting high-quality middle school literature
that feature BIPOC characters, authors, and experiences. Experts at The Classroom
Bookshelf state that there are certain elements to consider when selecting high-quality
reading materials for students: literary options should deepen student learning in the
classroom and include more diverse representations of society. Highly effective,
high-quality books in schools should of course meet the state standards and connect with
the curriculum. Furthermore, they should encourage critical thinking and prompt critical
literacy; they should include authentic representations of cultures, races, and perspectives
that have been historically absent from mainstream classroom literature, and make sure
they are not perpetuating harmful stereotypes; and there should be an inclusion of the
value of social-emotional connections in the texts (Cunningham, 2016). The literature
that is included in the classroom must serve these purposes in order to effectively teach
knowledge of literature, to promote lifelong reading, and foster empathy in middle school
students.

Critical Literacy
Just as educators should be selective in their choices of which forms of literature to
include in their curriculum, it is important to encourage students to practice critical
literacy. Critical literacy is a concept of examining literature beyond passive acceptance.
Critical literacy encourages readers to question and study the issues of power in literature,
and lead to reflection and change (Freire, 1970). In a teacher’s text selection of a book or
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class novel to use in one’s classroom, one must use critical literacy to ask questions about
the value of that novel. Such critical questions should be considered: whose worldview or
beliefs are seen as normal in the text, which voices are silenced or heard, what
assumptions the text makes about gender and culture, and identifying the author’s
purpose in writing that particular text (Thomas, 2016). This process of reflection and
critical thinking are important and valuable for both students and teachers in the reading
process, so that teachers can work to select more diverse, representative texts in the
classroom and for students to become more culturally responsive.
BIPOC Representation in Literature
Researchers at The Education Trust (2021) offer a powerful assertion: [...]
Relationship-building actions must be done with an equity lens, one that
supports positive racial, cultural, and ethnic identity development. The country’s
attempt to reckon with 400 years of anti-Blackness in response to recent acts of
racial violence and injustice is highlighting the long-standing systemic inequities
affecting students of color. (The Education Trust, 2021, p. 1)
Representation of BIPOC in children’s and young adult literature has historically been

quite limited. Students of color have long been marginalized by the educational system in
the United States. As referenced in Chapter One, according to the Cooperative Children’s
Book Center at the University of Wisconsin (Madison), this was the breakdown of
characters in children’s and young adult (YA) literature they surveyed: 41.8% White,
29.2% “animals/other”, 11.9% Black/African Americans, 8.7% Asian/Asian Americans,
5.3% Latinx, 1% included Native American characters, and only 0.05% Pacific Islander
characters (Cooperative Children’s Book Center, 2019). This section will describe in
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detail the lack of racial representation, as well as the racial disparities in children’s and
young adult literature, and the importance of BIPOC representation in school literature.
This area of focus relates directly to the focus of this capstone project: Utilizing BIPOC
class novels in the middle school classroom to promote empathy.
Racial Representation in Children’s and Young Adult Literature
For White students, it is typically very easy to find a book in school that was written by a
White author or one that features White characters. After all, as stated above, roughly
42% of children’s books surveyed in 2019 featured White protagonists (Cooperative
Children’s Book Center, 2019). It is so common, in fact, that many White people likely
do not even think about the possibility of not being able to find a book to read that
features a person that shares their race, culture, or life experiences. According to Black
educator Brandee Blocker Anderson (2021), she says that this type of implicit bias
against People of Color appears in schools when classroom libraries, read alouds, and
curricula leave out the stories, accomplishments, and struggles of BIPOC. The National
Center for Education Statistics documents the racial demographics of students enrolled in
American public elementary and secondary schools, finding that 47% were White, 27%

Hispanic, 15% were Black, 5% Asian, 4% were two or more races, and 1% were Native
American (there was not enough data on the percentage of Pacific Islander students)
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). It is important for classroom libraries
and school curricula around the country to continue to increase representation of all racial
and cultural makeups of their student bodies. As it stands, there are plenty of books about
animals and objects, but there should be a lot more on the stories of people, too.
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BIPOC Racial Discrepancies in Children’s and Young Adult Literature Black and
White. While it is a positive change that children’s and YA literature is becoming more
racially and culturally diverse compared to the past, there is still a long way to go until
literature for young readers is more reflective of today’s society. Novels, short stories,
and picture books that feature White characters rarely focus on the “Whiteness” of that
character (Capshaw, 2019). Namely, this type of book does not focus on the character
being White, it just tells a story with a character who happens to be White. This is not
always the case for literature featuring BIPOC. Focusing on books that include Black /
African American main characters, many of the plot lines are limited to stories of slavery,
segregation, struggle, and experiencing racism, prejudice, or stereotypes. While those
stories are vital ones to tell, they should not be the only ones told about Black / African
Americans. In the New York Times, writer Denene Miller (2018) wrote:
The typical children’s picture books featuring Black characters focus on the
degradation and endurance of our people. You can fill nearly half the bookshelves
in the Schomburg with children’s books about the civil rights movement, slavery,
basketball players and musicians, and various “firsts.” These stories consistently
paint African-Americans as the aggrieved and the conquerors, the agitators and

the superheroes who fought for their right to be recognized as full human beings.
Meanwhile, stories about the everyday beauty of being a little human being of
color are scarce. (p. 2).
It is important for Black students to have access to literature year-round, not just
highlighted one month a year. Such literature should be accessible in school
libraries,
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classroom libraries, and embedded within the curricula that represent their race and
experiences that are not exclusively about slavery and struggle. As of 2019, 11.9% of
children’s and YA books featured Black / African American main characters
(Cooperative Children’s Book Center, 2019). It is crucial that that number increases, and
that the stories that feature such characters have diversified stories, topics, and genres.
The Model Minority. Asian and Asian American characters only make up 8.7%
of children’s and YA literature, and the representation of such characters has been
historically limited to a narrow range of storylines (Cooperative Children’s Book Center,
2019). According to author Junko Yakota, the range of current Asian and Asian
American literature is quite limited when it comes to which Asian country said characters
are from. There tends to be more literature where the characters originate from China,
Japan, South Korea, or India, and less so on other Asian countries like Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Laos, and Yemen (Yakota, 2009). The stories of Asian people vary drastically
in cultural experiences, geographical locations, and histories depending on the country,
so it is difficult to limit the range of stories featuring these characters to such a small
number of countries and experiences.

The term “Model Minority” is one often used to describe Asian and Asian American
people, especially by people who are White. The term is used to reference the stereotype
that Asians / Asian Americans have “high levels of educational attainment and median
household income—both of which exceed that of native-born Whites” (Lee, 2016, p. 1).
Whether a positive connotation is intended or not, such a term is a myth and a stereotype,
and it is often perpetuated in children’s and YA literature. That being said, progress is
being made to challenge this stereotype. Children’s novels Front Desk (2018),
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by Kelly Yang, and Girl in Translation (2010), by Jean Kwok are two examples of books
with female, Chinese protagonists that challenge what it means to be “guai”. This
Chinese word translates loosely to “good”, and it is used in reference to how Chinese
children are supposed to act (Chen & Lau, 2021, p. 291). It is important to recognize
high-quality literature and the progress that has been made over time.
The Missing Native Americans. As the most underrepresented group in
literature for young readers, Native Americans only comprise 1% of children’s and young
adult literature (Cooperative Children’s Book Center, 2019). While that percentage
matches the percentage of Native American students enrolled in American public
schools, it does not account for students on Native reservation schools (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2018). Currently, The Interior Department’s Bureau of Indian
Education (BIE) supports 183 schools on 64 reservations in 23 states, with 48,000
students in total (U.S. Department of the Interior: Bureau of Indian Education, 2021).
Given these demographics, more children’s and YA literature should be available to and
inclusive of Native American people than currently exists.

In many classrooms across the country, Native American literature is only
featured during certain times of the year, such as around Thanksgiving, Indigenous
Peoples’ Day (also known as Columbus Day), or American Indian Heritage Month
(November). Occasionally, students will be read stories about the “famous” Native
Americans, like Sacagewea, Sitting Bull, and Pocahontas. Native American authors and
characters must be present in classroom literature at all times, not just featured briefly
and then forgotten.
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Many elementary and middle school classrooms utilize Scholastic order forms
and book fairs as affordable ways for students to buy new books, and for teachers to earn
free books for their classrooms. In 2008, researcher Jonda McNair collected Scholastic
book ordering forms every month for the entire school year. In that time, McNair found
that over the course of one full academic school year, authors and illustrators of color
appeared only 34 times, while their White counterparts appeared over 600 times. In that
entire year, zero books in her study were written or illustrated by Native Americans
(Chaudhri & Schau, 2016, p. 196). Especially in a state like Minnesota, where the middle
school social studies state standards include a large incorporation of study on Minnesota
history and Native Americans, there is a natural alliance that could be made between
English and social studies classes, where students could read literature about Native
Americans and learn historical facts as well. This kind of interdisciplinary learning would
make the learning about Native American history more meaningful, while also showing
students that great, current literature exists written by and featuring Native Americans.
The Importance of BIPOC Representation
In summary, BIPOC representation in literature at school is crucial for

engagement, promoting empathy in students, cultivating a culturally responsive
classroom environment, and fostering a lifelong passion for reading. Children’s literature
scholar and recipient of the Coretta Scott King-Virginia Hamilton Award for Lifetime
achievement, Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop said:
Literature transforms human experience and reflects it back to us, and in that
reflection we can see our own lives and experiences as part of a larger
human
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experience. Reading, then, becomes a means of self-affirmation, and readers often
seek their mirrors in books. (Rodriguez, 2018, p. 1)
Literature has the power to act as windows and mirrors into worlds, experiences, and
stories that reflect the diversity of the American public school classrooms. 53% of
students enrolled in public schools are People of Color (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2018), yet, only 26.95% of children’s and YA books feature BIPOC characters
in their stories (Cooperative Children’s Book Center, 2019). Classroom libraries and
school curriculums must continue to work to include more BIPOC works of literature, so
that more children of color can read books that are mirrors, not only windows.
Acknowledgment of Increased Representation Over Time. It is important to
acknowledge that while there is still a long way to go in regards to BIPOC representation
and inclusion in children’s and YA literature, published literature in the United States
featuring these characters and authors has come a long way. According to the
Cooperative Children’s Book Center, in 2005, only 11.54% of children’s and young adult
literature studied in their research included books about characters of color (Cooperative

Children’s Book Center, 2021). That number has now increased by 15.41, which is very
positive growth. Progress is being made, which is important to recognize in this
collection and evaluation of research.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this chapter examined and summarized research literature relevant to the
inquiry into ways in which the inclusion of classroom literature featuring BIPOC
characters, authors, stories, and life experiences can be used to encourage empathy in
middle school students. Starting with an overview of the development of the adolescent
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brain, the first section of this chapter highlighted the parts of the brain capable of feeling
empathy, and how adolescents are still in the developmental stages of empathy-feeling
during this time of their lives. Empathy can be encouraged by adults and impacted by
one’s environment, so a culturally inclusive and responsive classroom and a caring
educator are key factors in adolescence.
The next section examined the specific ways in which schools, classroom
environments, teachers, and certain lesson plans and activities can be used to promote
empathy in middle schoolers. The third section of this chapter detailed the research on
books that comprised the literary canon, how that list came to be, as well as how to select
high-quality, alternative literature that meets the “essential” high standard of the canon,
while featuring authors and characters of color. The fourth section of the chapter
examined the research findings regarding current BIPOC representation in children’s and
young adult literature. Chapter Three provides an overview of my capstone project in
response to the research purpose: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in the middle school
classroom to promote empathy. It includes a detailed description of the project and its

intended uses and audiences. Chapter Three also includes a description of the purpose
and rationale for the project and introduces Chapter Four.
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CHAPTER THREE
Project Description

Introduction
This project seeks to explore the research focus: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in
the middle school classroom to promote empathy. This inquiry is framed by the abundant
amount of research that demonstrates the need for an increase in BIPOC representation in
children’s and young adult literature, and how utilizing such novels can promote the
development of empathy in students. Chapter Two focused on adolescent brain
development, how to promote empathy in adolescents, the study on the history of class
novels, as well as BIPOC representation in literature. The chapter concluded with an
introduction to the project, which is intended to promote high-quality literature written by
and/or featuring BIPOC to educators and parents alike. This project, an interactive
website for teachers and parents, will include resources for adults to use to find novels for
middle school students that can be used to promote empathy.
In order to address the research focus, this capstone project takes the form of an
interactive website, designed to be used by educators as well as parents. This website will
feature children’s and YA novels for middle school students written by and/or featuring
BIPOC, with the hopes of promoting empathy and diversifying classroom libraries. In
addition to the books with brief summaries, themes, and age-appropriate
recommendations, the website will also include the appropriate Social-Emotional

Learning (SEL) competencies for teachers and parents to pair with these books to
promote empathy in their adolescent students and children. The purpose of this website is
to not only promote more diverse classroom literature, but also to utilize BIPOC stories
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to promote empathy in all students, regardless of their race. The idea is that more middle
school students will view books as windows and mirrors: windows looking into life
experiences and world views different from their own, and mirrors that reflect their own
unique experiences and stories that deserve to be told. This chapter describes the rationale
behind this project, delves into detail about the project description itself, explains the
intended audience and setting for implementation, gives an overall timeline for
implementation, and concludes with an assessment of the effectiveness of this project.
Rationale
Research suggests that the adolescent brain is capable of feeling empathy in that
they can mirror what they see (Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009). In regards to the
perspective-taking aspect of empathy, that ability is found in one’s prefrontal cortex, a
part of the brain that does not fully develop until roughly the age of 25 (Jankowiak-Siuda
et al., 2011). This needs to be explicitly explained or taught to adolescents, since it will
not just naturally occur on its own. The literature that adolescents read may aid in that
aspect of their development of empathy, where students can read and learn about
characters, authors, stories, and life experiences different from their own and foster the
development of empathy for people unlike themselves. This means that the books in
classroom libraries and the novels used for whole-class study should not feature only one
racial or cultural group, yet this may often be the case.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, in 2018, 47% of students

enrolled in American public elementary and secondary schools were White. 27% were
Hispanic, 15% were Black, 5% were Asian, 4% were two or more races, and 1% were
Native American. There was not enough data on the percentage of Pacific Islander
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students (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). Comparing that to the actual
representation of different races in children’s and YA literature, according to the
Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the University of Wisconsin (Madison), 41.8% of
characters were White, 29.2% were “animals/other”, 11.9% were Black/African
Americans, 8.7% were Asian/Asian Americans, 5.3% were Latinx, 1% included Native
American characters, and only 0.05% Pacific Islander characters (Cooperative Children’s
Book Center, 2019). The percentage of White students in American public schools
compared to the percentage of White characters in the books they would potentially read
was close to equal. However, the disparities came when one studied how BIPOC races
were represented. The percentage of BIPOC students in American elementary and
secondary schools was far greater than the percentage of BIPOC characters in children’s
and YA literature. As stated previously, classroom literature should serve as windows and
mirrors into lives that might look different than one’s own, where students can learn and
feel empathy for characters who may not look like them.
In summary, middle school students can feel empathy, but they will need some
assistance in grasping the concept of perspective-taking, since that part of their brains are
not fully developed yet. To assist in that, teachers can use books in the classroom that
feature a variety of races, cultures, and life experiences. That way, students can learn to
take on the perspective of a character who might be different from them, thus growing
their development of empathy.

Project Description
Based on the research and resources studied in this process, it was clear that there
was a need for a place for educators and parents to go to find high quality literature for
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their middle school students. Especially ones that include authors and characters who
were part of the BIPOC community. Through my research, I found that adult learners
tend to learn best through natural inquiry (Knowles, 1980). Most American adults spend
some time every day on the internet. In fact, according to Pew Research Center, 93% of
American adults use the internet in 2021 (Pew Research Center, 2021). Because the vast
majority of American adults use the internet every day, and due to the fact that adults
tend to learn best through the process of natural inquiry and discovery, the project will be
set up as an interactive website. Adults, teachers and parents alike, are able to search for
the website in their web browser. They are able to access the interactive website, which
will feature high quality literature by and about BIPOC.
Upon accessing the website, educators and parents will be able to scroll through
book recommendations based on appropriate age levels, topics, and genres. When one
clicks on a book that stands out to them, through their own inquiry and discovery, a
description of the book will appear. It will include a summary of the book, the
Social-Emotional Learning competency with which it would pair well (to promote
empathy), a recommendation of age levels, and the option to click on more information
about the author.
Websites are effective because of the internet-filled, tech savvy world one lives in.
Adults, including parents and teachers, search the internet with natural inquiry to find

information, for pleasure/entertainment, and for advice on how to find “the best” for their
children/students. How perfect, then, that this website should exist to bring teachers and
parents alike to a place where they can find racially and culturally inclusive books for
their middle schoolers to read.
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In 2014, the #WeNeedDiverseBooks movement started after frustrations with the
lack of diversity of author panels at BookCon. That year, 30 authors were selected to
speak on the author panels, and all 30 authors were White (Neary, 2015). This spark
became a roaring fire when thousands of internet users posted the
#WeNeedDiverseBooks hashtag online, and it led to an increase in the conversations
about the necessity of diverse books that are representative of all people. We Need
Diverse Books is now a nonprofit organization, and its website shows the importance and
value of more sites like it, that promote BIPOC authors, characters, and stories in
children’s literature. Resources like We Need Diverse Books served as a model in
selecting high quality literature to include in the project.
To summarize, this project will be an interactive website, available to anyone who
searches for it in their web browser, but whose target audience is educators and parents
searching for children’s and YA books to promote empathy. Learning from the success of
the We Need Diverse Books organization, I believe that developing a website that
promotes BIPOC literature will serve two purposes: first, as a way for adults to find
diverse, high quality books written by and about BIPOC and experiences. Second, the
literature featured on this website will serve as resources and conversation starters for
parents and teachers with their children and students to promote social-emotional
learning and foster empathy.

Intended Participants and Setting
The website will be designed to be implemented in the internet setting, specifically
reaching educators and parents of middle grade students as its target demographic. As a
published website online, it will be available to anyone who searches
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for it in their web browser. Additionally, it will be featured as a resource to parents and
teachers at a middle school in the suburbs. This aforementioned middle school serves
grades five through seven, with a student population of 551 and a staff of 67. As of 2022,
it was ranked the fifth best middle school in the state. The demographics of the school
were such: 86.2% White, 6.5% Two or more races, 3.6% Latinx, 2.9% Black, 0.7%
Asian/Pacific Islander. Sixteen percent of students qualify for free and reduced lunch
(U.S. News, n.d.). A diverse community in regards to socioeconomic status, this
community had a predominantly White racial makeup, yet I do not believe that
diminished the importance or value of this website for parents and educators of this
school.
In summary, this project’s main audience included educators and parents. As a
publicly available website, this project’s setting occured online. It was also shared as a
resource for parents and educators at a highly-ranked, grades five through seven middle
school in Minnesota.
Timelines: Development and Implementation
The timeline of the development of this project took approximately four months
to complete. In that time, it was determined which website builder to use after trying out
multiple formats / layouts. I researched what makes a website effective / how to increase

time spent on a page. After that, I began to set up the website, using the informed
research, particularly from Chapter Two, to determine which BIPOC middle school
novels should be included on the website. I made sure that these stories have a mix of
BIPOC characters and authors represented, and that the stories are current and relevant to
today’s students.
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Next, I wrote short summaries for the selected books to include on the website
when people click on the book covers, as well as finding public domain images to use for
the book covers. Additionally, next to each description of each novel, I listed the themes
within the book and which SEL competencies paired best with the text. That gave parents
and teachers a chance to decide which novels they might want their children to read,
based on themes and empathy-promoting skills they could see listed next to each book.
Upon completion of the website, but before publishing it publicly, I had some teachers
and parents from outside of the community navigate the website. I asked them for
feedback on what I could improve, the overall accessibility of the site, how much time
they spent on it, if they would use it or recommend it to others, etc. When the website
was ready to be published, I made my website live and shared it with the teachers and
parents at the aforementioned middle school. Because it is a live, published website,
anyone with the link can access it.
Now that the website is live, it will continue to remain available for people to access.
This will be implemented as is for three months, then I will collect data to assess the
website’s effectiveness and reach. I made the website using Weebly, and the data I am
looking for is currently being collected by Weebly for me to study and observe. Over the
summer months, necessary modifications will be made to improve the effectiveness of

the website, then it will be live again so teachers and parents have access to it by the time
school resumes in the fall. It is my hope that this website will serve as a resource for
parents and teachers as long as people continue to find it useful and informative.
Overall, the timeline of the development of this project took approximately four
months. Beyond that, the implementation of this website will continue to be monitored,
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modified to increase effectiveness as needed, and remain accessible to all as long as
educators and parents continue to find use in it.
Assessment
The intention is for this website to be available as a resource for parents, staff
members, and teachers of middle schoolers. As previously mentioned, I built this website
through the website builder, Weebly. To evaluate the effectiveness of this project, I will
study and monitor the data that is currently being collected by Weebly as people visit the
website. As the website creator, I can see how many people have visited the website, how
long people spend (on average) on each page of the website, and how many pages (on
average) that people tend to click on per visit. There is also a “Contact” page on the site,
where visitors can share their comments, questions, suggestions, or book
recommendations. Those messages get sent directly to me, which I will monitor to
evaluate if changes or improvements need to be made. The website will remain live for
three months. I will check in on the data monthly, with the main check in at the three
month mark, in which I will evaluate the overall effectiveness and reach of the site and
determine if anything needs to be updated or improved, all based on the “Contact”
feedback and the data from Weebly. Over the summer months, I will make any necessary
modifications to improve the effectiveness of the website, based on the feedback from the

“Contact” page, Weebly reports / data, as well as additional research on the topic. Then
the site will be made live once again, so teachers and parents have access to it by the time
school resumes in the fall.
To summarize, this website will be assessed in the early stages of its implementation.
To ensure effectiveness, interest, and reach, I will collect the feedback
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from the “Contact” page of the website, as well as monitor the data collected by Weebly
itself. Every month for the first three months of the website’s publication, this data will
be collected by me. Based on the results from both the “Contact” feedback and the
Weebly data collections, the effectiveness of the website will be assessed, and used to
make any necessary improvements or updates to make it more effective. Conclusion
In conclusion, Chapter Three examined the details of the project that will serve to
answer the research intent: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in the middle school classroom
to promote empathy. A website designed for parents and educators of middle grade
students and children, which promotes high-quality literature by and about BIPOC. Each
book was selected because of how well it conveys the BIPOC experience, its usefulness
and effectiveness as a form of literature, and how well it can pair with a social-emotional
learning lesson to promote empathy. As a website, this site will be accessible by anyone.
It will serve as an effective tool for adults to use to help promote racial representation in
books and the development of perspective-taking in adolescents.
Chapter Four acts as a reflection of the implementation of my BIPOC books
website. I reflect on the results of the overall effectiveness of the website: its strengths
and shortcomings. It discusses any necessary modifications needed in its implementation,

layout, and/or content to make it more effective and user-friendly. Chapter Four
concludes the capstone project by answering the research focus: Utilizing BIPOC class
novels in the middle school classroom to promote empathy.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Conclusion

Introduction
Thinking back to my own middle school experience as a reader, I ravenously read
just about any book I could get my hands on. In English class, in classroom libraries, and
in the school library, it took no effort on my part to find books that happened to have
characters who looked like me in them. I did not seek them out, they were just the
majority of what was available: literature with White protagonists. A large majority of the
literature I read growing up served mainly as mirrors: books whose stories, characters,
and experiences mirrored those of mine.
As an undergraduate student in the process of becoming a teacher, one of my
professors showed us a statistic at how little People of Color are represented in characters
in children’s and young adult literature. It was shocking to me that it was easier to find a
book about animals or vehicles than it would be to find one that had BIPOC characters.
Now a fourth year teacher of sixth grade English, this topic has been something I have
been consciously aware of since I started teaching.
The Hate U Give (2017) author Angie Thomas said it best in writer Farrah Penn’s 2017
article, “It’s important to have diverse characters in books because books give kids
mirrors and windows. Books create empathy. If we don’t have diversity, if we’re only

showing things from one perspective, how are we creating empathy?” (p. 2). This is
exactly what the research dove into and what my project sought to carry out. My goal in
the creation of this project was to give parents and educators an accessible resource to
45
find high quality literature, mainly middle grade and YA novels, written by or about
BIPOC that could be used to promote empathy in students. The focus that my capstone
sought to answer was: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in the middle school classroom to
promote empathy.
This chapter focuses on my project: the website. It includes a reflection on the
successes and challenges I faced when creating this project, as well as the main
takeaways. Additionally, Chapter Four reviews some of the literature and research
findings from Chapter Two. It discusses how the literature findings impacted the creation
of my website. To conclude this chapter, I reflect on the effectiveness of my website, new
learnings of mine, and the project itself.
Relevance of Literature Review
Upon deciding the topic of my research, I realized that numerous factors went into
this research purpose: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in the middle school classroom to
promote empathy. To begin, I started with gaining a better understanding of how the
adolescent brain develops, specifically in regards to which parts of the brain are
responsible for feeling empathy, and when those actually develop in an adolescent. The
literature revealed that the amygdala is responsible for one’s development of empathy.
Child-development researchers Feshbach and Feshbach (2009) determined that humans
process empathy in two different ways: social mirroring (bottom-up) and
perspective-taking (top-down). The mirror neuron system (MNS) exists so that one can

mirror what one sees (Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009). This social mirroring phenomenon
that takes place in the brain is a type of automatic, empathetic response that adolescents
can experience. Perspective-taking, on the other hand, needs to be taught to adolescents.
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This occurs in the prefrontal cortex, which does not develop until adulthood. Cognitive
empathy can be difficult for adolescent brains to process because of this. Unlike social
mirroring, cognitive perspective-taking takes place only after the human brain has
distinguished between themselves and others. Then, the brain works to understand or
imagine how another person feels (Jankowiak-Siuda et al., 2011). The prefrontal cortex
works to understand what the other person is feeling, and then sends signals to simulate
those same feelings in one’s own mind and body. This type of empathy requires more
active thinking to process others’ emotions than the automaticity of bottom-up
processing, making it very difficult for adolescents to do this consistently, successfully,
and independently.
Once I better understood how the teenage brain processes empathy, I was able to
continue studying the rest of my research question. The remainder of my question was
related to incorporating BIPOC novels in the middle school setting to help encourage that
perspective-taking part of empathy. In Chapters One and Two, I referenced a shocking
statistic from the Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the University of Wisconsin
(Madison). As of their 2019 research, the characters in children’s and young adult (YA)
literature they surveyed were: 41.8% White, 29.2% “animals/other”, 11.9%
Black/African Americans, 8.7% Asian/Asian Americans, 5.3% Latinx, 1% Native
American characters, and 0.05% Pacific Islander (Cooperative Children’s Book Center,
2019). I knew that something needed to be done on my part to equalize the diversity in

the books in my classroom. As the research in Chapter Two showed, the BIPOC
representation in literature is crucial for promoting empathy in adolescent students, and
cultivating a culturally responsive classroom environment. Classroom libraries, school
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curricula, and bookshelves throughout the country must continue to work to include more
BIPOC works of literature, so that more children of color can read books that are mirrors,
and White students get a view into books that act as windows. This type of literature
cannot be limited to a one month holiday, nor should it exclusively feature stories of
overcoming hardship. Students of all races should be able to find books with characters
and life experiences like them. This research ultimately drove me to create an interactive
website to help parents and teachers find high quality books for middle school readers
that are by and about BIPOC people.
When I selected this research topic, I was worried that there would not be very
much research or literature about this selected topic. I was positively surprised, while
researching the literature for Chapter Two, that I was one of many educators passionate
about the topic of representation in literature. It was reaffirming to see that so many
people were advocating for both BIPOC representation in books in schools and also for
encouraging and promoting empathy in the classroom. I learned a great deal about the
development of the adolescent brain, and how the roles of different parts of the brain play
a role in one’s development of empathy. It was all very fascinating to me as a learner.
Project Creation
Creating a website started off as a simple idea, but I realized that there was a lot more
to it than what I originally imagined. To build the website, I used the website building
platform, Weebly. This was a great resource, as it provided me with a template that I

could use as a basic foundation for building my website, yet I could still make
countless changes, thus making it my own. Structuring the layout of the website was
tricky because I had so many different ideas. My main goal was to make it as
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user-friendly as possible for both parents and teachers. On the main home page, I include
a brief definition of the term “BIPOC”, an explanation of the current racial representation
percentages in children’s and YA literature, and a message to parents and teachers
explaining the purpose of the website for them. The “About” page includes information
about myself and why I created the website. It also included an image of the
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) competencies, which I later reference in the individual
book descriptions. Those were included to tie together the empathy focus, and for
teachers to have at their disposal to pair any of the books on my website with SEL
lessons they may be teaching.
Included on the website is also a “Contact” tab. My goal is for parents and
teachers to reach out to me with any questions, comments, aspects of the website I could
improve in the future, and for book recommendations that were not already on this
website. The main focus of the website is the “Literature” page. With one click, it shows
the visitor a homepage for all of the books featured on my website, separated into themes
and genres. If the person hovers on the “Literature” tab, a dropdown menu appears,
listing all of those themes and genres in a list form. Then, one can click on any of those
categories, and a page appears, displaying all of the recommended books from that
category in much greater detail. Each book displayed the book cover, title, a summary of
the book, age appropriate ratings, SEL competencies it met, and themes. It is a great
resource for parents and teachers alike selecting novels for their children. Implications

and Limitations
In the creation of this project, my goal was to develop a user-friendly website for
educators and parents to use to find BIPOC literature that also promoted empathy. It is
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my hope that it succeeds in being useful to other teachers and/or parents of middle school
readers. I believe that adults are learners too, and that adults learn through natural inquiry,
so the website encourages learning (about new novels or authors they may have not
previously known) through that process. The website is user friendly and clear. I believe
that this project will have some policy implications, mainly that this website implicitly
influences policy by educating adults about what is available and why it is important. It is
my belief that the vast majority of parents and teachers want their middle schoolers to be
represented in the stories they read. This website could potentially lead to more racially
representative classroom libraries, class novels, school libraries, and independent reads.
Furthermore, it could lead to the development of the love of reading and literature in
young people’s lives, and an exposure to different experiences of young adults they read
about.
The greatest limitation of this project is keeping it updated with current, culturally
relevant texts. The way it is set up, it requires me to continue adding pages to the website
anytime I want to add new novels to the “Literature” pages. Books featured on this
website now will eventually become dated, and I want to make sure that I am inclusive of
newer literature and always adding to the collection that already exists on the website.
There are likely more books out there that I have potentially missed, either because they
were newly published or published by smaller publishing companies. Additionally, the
term “BIPOC” is a broad term, so while I may have featured books with Black

characters, I obviously have not included all races that fit under the umbrella of “Black”.
These are the main limitations of the website.
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Next Steps
Looking ahead, I would like to continue sharing this website with as many
educators and parents as possible. It is not all-encompassing, but it is very useful,
straightforward, and easy to use. In the development stage of the website, I often asked
myself, “Could my parents easily navigate this website? What about my grandparents?” I
can confidently say, “Yes”. Despite the aforementioned limitations, I am quite proud of
myself for the website I created. Behind a relatively simple-looking website were
countless hours of research on adolescent brain development, class novels and text
selection, and culturally responsive practices. I am incredibly proud of the project that
came into existence as a result.
The focus I sought to study with this project was: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in
the middle school classroom to promote empathy. Novels in general serve many purposes.
Class novels intentionally selected to promote and uplift characters, authors, and stories
of Color can promote empathy in middle school students. As mentioned in the literature
review, the development of empathy in adolescents needs to be fostered in order to
encourage it beyond students modeling empathy through mirroring. Teachers, parents,
and literature are all great resources to foster that development.
Summary
My capstone project sought to examine the topic: Utilizing BIPOC class novels in the
middle school classroom to promote empathy. In Chapter Four, I expanded on the
relevance of the literature from Chapter Two in the overall construction of my project. I

detailed how the project website came to be, as well as explaining both its implications
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and limitations. To conclude the chapter, I shared my goals for the website moving
forward.
When most people think back to their own middle school experiences, they may be
flooded with embarrassing memories or thoughts of gratitude that that part of their life is
in the past. However, I think about a period of time where I devoured books like my life
depended on it. With a growing passion for reading, I sped through books with ease, and I
loved learning as much as I could about the world around me, and all the stories and
magical worlds tucked in every page of the books on my bookshelf. I know I was not
alone in that. Reading a book, whether for school, a class novel, or personal enjoyment,
can teach middle school students so many valuable skills beyond just the words on the
page. As a current middle school English teacher, it is my hope that teachers and parents
can help foster those life skills and feelings of empathy through the utilization of BIPOC
literature, where books serve as mirrors and windows to the students reading them.
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Website “Home” Page
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Website “About” Page
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Website “Literature” Main Page
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Website “Literature” Subheading: “Ms. Fowler’s Current Pick”
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Website “Literature” Subheading: “Friendship”
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Website “Literature” Subheading: “Personal Identity”
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Website “Literature” Subheading: “Racial Injustice”
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Website “Literature” Subheading: “Fantasy and Folklore”
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Website “Literature” Subheading: “Poetry/Verse”
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Website “Literature” Subheading: “Moving and Immigration”
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Website “Contact” Page
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Website Link
https://middleschoollit.weebly.com

